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Abstract
Background: Vignettes are short stories about a hypothetical person, traditionally used within research
(quantitative or qualitative) on sensitive topics in the developed world. Studies using vignettes in the developing
world are emerging, but with no critical examination of their usefulness in such settings. We describe the
development and application of vignettes to a qualitative investigation of barriers to uptake of prevention of
mother-to-child transmission (PMTCT) HIV services in rural Tanzania in 2012, and critique the successes and
challenges of using the technique in this setting.
Methods: Participatory Learning and Action (PLA) group activities (3 male; 3 female groups from Kisesa, north-west
Tanzania) were used to develop a vignette representing realistic experiences of an HIV-infected pregnant woman in the
community. The vignette was discussed during in-depth interviews with 16 HIV-positive women, 3 partners/relatives,
and 5 HIV-negative women who had given birth recently. A critical analysis was applied to assess the development,
implementation and usefulness of the vignette.
Results: The majority of in-depth interviewees understood the concept of the vignette and felt the story was realistic,
although the story or questions needed repeating in some cases. In-depth interviewers generally applied the vignette
as intended, though occasionally were unsure whether to steer the conversation back to the vignette character when
participants segued into personal experiences. Interviewees were occasionally confused by questions and responded
with what the character should do rather than would do; also confusing fieldworkers and presenting difficulties for
researchers in interpretation. Use of the vignette achieved the main objectives, putting most participants at ease and
generating data on barriers to PMTCT service uptake. Participants’ responses to the vignette often reflected their own
experience (revealed later in the interviews).
Conclusions: Participatory group research is an effective method for developing vignettes. A vignette was
incorporated into qualitative interview discussion guides and used successfully in rural Africa to draw out barriers to
PMTCT service use; vignettes may also be valuable in HIV, health service use and drug adherence research in this
setting. Application of this technique can prove challenging for fieldworkers, so thorough training should be provided
prior to its use.
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Background
Vignettes are short stories about a hypothetical person,
presented to participants during qualitative research (e.g.
within an interview or group discussion) or quantitative
research, to glean information about their own set of be-
liefs. They are usually developed by drawing from previous
research or examples of situations which reflect the local
context, creating a story that participants can relate to.
Participants are typically asked to comment on how they
think the character in the story would feel or act in the
given situation, or what they would do themselves. As the
focus is on a third person, vignettes can be advantageous
in research on sensitive topics where the participant may
not feel comfortable discussing their personal situation
and may conceal the truth about their own actions or be-
liefs. They can also, through normalisation of the situation,
encourage participants to reveal personal experiences
when they feel comfortable to do so [1-4].
Vignettes have traditionally been used in the devel-
oped world in (predominantly quantitative) research on
psychology and potentially sensitive social and health is-
sues such as sexual health, HIV, mental health, stigma-
tisation, violence, and in specific vulnerable populations
such as children and drug users [1,2,4-13]. Hughes, and
Barter and Renolds reflected critically on the method-
ology of vignettes with reference to their own research
and other studies conducted in the developed world,
concluding that the technique can be a valuable re-
search tool despite debates surrounding their use: pri-
marily the extent to which vignette responses mirror
social reality [1,4]. Studies from the developing world (in-
cluding Africa) using vignettes have emerged more recently
[14-24], but none have critically examined the use of vi-
gnettes in such settings. These studies have mainly focussed
on similar topics to those investigated traditionally in North
America and Europe, such as sexual health, mental health
and stigma, but also include areas such as malaria and pub-
lic health campaigns.
Very little qualitative research about HIV services in
this setting, particularly prevention of mother-to-child
transmission (PMTCT) of HIV or drug adherence (in
the push for universal testing and treatment), has used
vignettes to elicit perspectives of patients (or providers)
regarding service or drug use. The few examples include
Varga and Brookes’ study in South Africa, based on the
narrative research method of the World Health Organ-
isation [25]: vignettes were developed during workshops
with ‘key informants’ and presented during focus groups
and surveys with pregnant HIV-positive adolescents to
investigate barriers to participation in PMTCT services
[24]. Bentley et al. also used vignettes to investigate per-
ceptions of HIV-positive mothers regarding breastfeed-
ing practices and nutrition in Malawi [26]. Varga and
Brookes discussed methodological implications of their
approach, reflecting that adolescent mothers spoke
more easily about their own experiences after discussing
the story of another teenager, and suggesting that in-
depth interviews (IDI) exploring personal experiences
can be useful in verifying and understanding responses
towards the vignette. However, neither paper evaluated
the specific challenges nor advantages of applying vi-
gnettes in their setting, for example the extent to which
respondents understood the directions they were given,
or how well fieldworkers facilitated discussions or inter-
views containing vignettes.
Global commitments have been made to improve uptake
of PMTCT services [27] in view of the low coverage noted
in many African countries [28]. An emerging body of re-
search is exploring reasons for low access and usage of
PMTCT services: barriers include sensitive issues such as
stigmatisation regarding HIV status, fear of disclosure to
partners or other relatives, and psychological barriers in-
cluding denial [29].
The potential for reporting bias in studies on barriers
to PMTCT service use in sub-Saharan Africa has been
noted [29], and in our study setting, under-reporting by
women of other socially sensitive outcomes (e.g. num-
ber of sexual partners) was reported [30]. We therefore
expected that a number of HIV-positive women would not
admit to difficulties they faced when accessing PMTCT ser-
vices, or would feel uncomfortable discussing such issues
during interviews. Vignettes could consequently be a valu-
able and under-used tool in PMTCT/HIV research and
drug adherence more widely. They may also offer a contri-
bution to the range of methods available to reduce the so-
cial desirability biases encountered with self-reporting of
outcomes in HIV, sexual and reproductive health research
[31-33]. There is some discussion over whether responses
to vignettes may also be socially desirable, particularly
when respondents are asked how they themselves would
act in the scenario presented. However, asking first how
the fictional character would behave and why is thought
to reduce the pressure to answer with socially desirable
outcomes [4]. In this paper we describe the development
and application of a vignette to an investigation of barriers
and facilitating factors to uptake of PMTCT services in
rural Tanzania. Our objectives for using the method were
1) to create a comfortable environment for IDIs and en-
courage women to openly discuss difficulties they or ac-
quaintances faced in using PMTCT or maternal and child
health services, and 2) to generate data on barriers and fa-
cilitating factors to uptake of PMTCT services from the
perspective of HIV-positive and HIV-negative mothers, fa-
thers and relatives. We critique the successes and chal-
lenges associated with employing vignettes in this setting,
in order to determine the feasibility and utility of using
this technique in qualitative investigations more widely in
sub-Saharan Africa.
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Methods
Study purpose and context
The study fieldwork was conducted between May and June
2012 in Kisesa, a rural area in north-west Tanzania, to iden-
tify barriers and facilitating factors to the uptake of PMTCT
services, and ways of overcoming the issues identified.
Demographic surveillance and HIV sero-surveillance has
been conducted in this community since 1994 [34]. Four
health facilities offer antenatal clinic (ANC) and PMTCT
services in the community: a health centre in the trading
centre (also including an HIV care and treatment centre),
and 3 dispensaries in rural villages (providing an intermit-
tent PMTCT service depending on availability of HIV test
kits and prophylactic drugs).
Study procedures
A variety of qualitative methods were used, including par-
ticipatory learning and action (PLA) group activities, and
IDIs incorporating a vignette. Before commencement of
the study, fieldworkers received one week of training on
relevant research methods and the topic (PMTCT). Train-
ing emphasised the participatory element of the PLA ac-
tivities, as fieldworkers had prior experience of and
training in conducting interviews and facilitating focus
group discussions, but less experience of leading participa-
tory fieldwork. After familiarisation with the PLA proto-
col, fieldworkers practised the activities with volunteer
participants. The protocol was revised after observing
practice sessions and listening to feedback from fieldwor-
kers, (to shorten or simplify some activities), and after
conducting the first PLA activity.
Development of the vignette
The vignette was developed through PLA activities con-
ducted with 3 groups of men and 3 groups of women from
different residence areas, each group comprising 8–12
participants. Participants were selected from a sampling
frame of men and women aged 15–60 who had at least 1
child. This selection was random, with the exception of a
few female HIV-positive individuals (‘seeds’) who were
purposively selected from the sampling frame by the
principal investigator using the community HIV sero-
surveillance data. Female groups included 1–5 HIV-
positive ‘seeds’ (see Buzsa et al. for details of the seeded
focus group method [35]). Fieldworkers were unaware
of the HIV status of all individuals on the recruitment
lists and those participating in the activities. Each PLA
was facilitated in Kiswahili (commonly spoken national
language) by an experienced fieldworker of the same
sex as participants. A second fieldworker took notes on
the content of discussions, details of the role-play story-
line and behaviours of characters, as well as general ob-
servations of the group dynamic. The majority of
sessions were attended by the principal investigator.
Activities were audio-recorded following informed con-
sent from participants.
PLA activities included brainstorming and ranking of
barriers, role-playing and group discussion (Table 1). Be-
fore the role-plays, fieldworkers facilitated a discussion to
identify the central characters that would be involved in a
woman’s pregnancy and delivery. Thereafter, the partici-
pants were instructed to invent a storyline of a (fictitious)
woman who discovers she is HIV-positive at ANC, think-
ing of the issues that a real woman in their village would
face and the decisions she would make when trying to use
PMTCT services. Participants then acted the play to the
facilitator and observers. De-briefing sessions with field-
workers were conducted following each PLA activity,
informing an initial analysis of emerging themes which
was used together with PLA notes by the project investi-
gator to draft the vignette.
To compose the vignette storyline, unifying and contrast-
ing elements of the role-plays were identified. Discussions
following the role-plays, during which facilitators discussed
how realistic the storylines were, were then analysed to
confirm unifying elements, or resolve differences between
the stories. Themes emerging from other activities, particu-
larly barriers deemed most important in the ranking exer-
cise, were also considered. The final vignette also needed to
be viable given the character’s profile, for example, to repre-
sent the issues that the character would face considering
their residence, marital status or family circumstances. The
aim was to present a story that was familiar to most partici-
pants (touching on personal experiences, or experiences of
acquaintances in their community), but that also achieved
the objective of making women feel comfortable to admit
to any difficulties they faced (so, for example, a more ex-
treme case of a woman failing to access several of the ser-
vices was chosen). Overly emotional circumstances or
events (e.g. teenage pregnancy or death of a baby) which
might derail the interview were avoided.
Once developed, the vignette and associated questions
were incorporated into an interview discussion guide, along
with open-ended questions about the personal experiences
of the respondent during pregnancy, delivery and infant
feeding. As conceived in the original study design, fieldwor-
kers then received an additional day of training on the con-
cept and use of the vignette, including examples of other
studies employing this technique [24], and on confidential-
ity (particularly if participants disclosed their HIV status
during the interviews). This additional training session was
intended to give fieldworkers the chance to familiarise
themselves with and discuss the vignette developed from
the PLAs, and to ensure the associated methods were fresh
in fieldworkers’ minds prior to commencing the interviews.
Fieldworkers were asked to review the vignette, and com-
ment on how well it reflected the role-plays and major
themes identified from the PLAs (no amendments were
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suggested). They were instructed to probe for whether
responses to the vignette (what participants thought the
character in the story would do) reflected real life in
their community. After training, fieldworkers practised
the questionnaire among themselves and with volunteer
participants.
Use of the vignette
Twenty-one IDIs with HIV-positive (n = 16) and HIV-
negative mothers (n = 5) who had recently delivered a
child (since 2009) were conducted in Kiswahili by the
same fieldworkers that facilitated the PLAs. Mothers were
recruited purposively for interview from the PLA activities
(and had therefore not necessarily attended clinic-based
services, n = 11), and from each of the 4 health facilities in
Kisesa by clinic nurses (n = 10). On completion of the
PLA activities, each participant was asked to come for-
ward, separately, to receive their travel compensation
(5000 Tanzanian shillings, or approximately 3 USD), and
asked if they were interested in being contacted for per-
sonal interviews in the future. Facilitators only scheduled
specific appointments for interview with selected HIV-
positive and negative participants, based on coded lists
prepared by the principal investigator using community
surveillance data. Facilitators were unaware of the HIV
status of participants at the time of recruitment. For the
clinic-based recruitment, each nurse was asked to invite
and schedule interview appointments for at least two
HIV-positive women who were pregnant or had recently
given birth, during private consultations with their clients
at antenatal or child follow-up clinics. Researchers did not
have access to any clinic data for the recruitment.
Three interviews with partners/relatives of HIV-infected
mothers were also conducted: women who had disclosed
their HIV status during the IDIs were asked if their male
partner, or otherwise a female relative, could be contacted
for interview.
The same vignette was used in all interviews, and was
read out to participants. Interviews lasted between one
and three hours, and were audio-recorded after obtain-
ing consent from the participant.
Critical analysis
Critical analysis of the vignette methodology was guided
by the following key questions:
1. Was the vignette method developed and
implemented as intended? This includes how well
the vignette was developed for the study context,
delivered by interviewers and received by
participants, in order to assess the feasibility of the
approach. To answer this evaluation question, we:
(a) reflected on the successes and challenges in
developing the vignette; and (b) assessed IDI
transcripts for any difficulties in interpretation of the
vignette by the participants or fieldworkers,
including confusion, misunderstandings or delays
during the vignette section of the interviews, and
whether participants considered the final vignette to
be realistic. In analysis of the transcripts (audio-
recordings were transcribed verbatim, translated
into English, and the resulting data managed using
NVIVO 9), codes were created to capture the way
participants responded to the vignettes, and how
fieldworkers dealt with their answers.
2. Did the vignette method achieve its intended
objectives? To this end, we gauged from transcripts
whether the vignette helped to: (a) make
participants comfortable during the interview, e.g. to
discuss their personal experiences with ANC/
PMTCT services and HIV status; and (b) generate
useful findings (data) about barriers and facilitating
factors to PMTCT uptake, analysed through a
framework approach which included thematic
analysis to develop the coding scheme for barriers to
PMTCT service uptake. We considered data
quantity and quality, including any difficulties in
interpretation of the data during analysis.
Table 1 Outline of activities conducted during participatory learning and action group activities
Section Activity Summary
1 (day 1) Group discussion Discussion focussing on knowledge of vertical transmission of
HIV and the PMTCT programme
2 (day 1) PMTCT ‘journey’ Arrangement of cards representing components of PMTCT services
(ANC attendance; HIV testing; provision of antiretroviral drugs to mothers
and infants; delivery in the health centre; infant feeding advice)
3 (day 1) Storyline and role-play Character and storyline development, role-play of the story composed,
followed by group discussion reflecting on the play
4 (day 2) Barriers brainstorm & ‘wall of challenges’ Group discussion of barriers at each step of the PMTCT
‘journey’ and creation of cards representing each barrier;
ranking of barriers by arranging barrier cards on a wall
5 (day 2) Hanging fruits tree Brainstorming of possible solutions to overcome the barriers identified,
with solutions represented on fruit shaped cards; fruits placed on a tree
diagram, according to how easy or difficult to achieve
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Ethical approval
This study was approved by the Lake Zone ethical re-
view board of Tanzania, the Tanzanian Medical Research
Coordinating Committee, and by the London School of
Hygiene and Tropical Medicine ethics committee.
Results
Summary of the vignette developed
The final vignette described the story of a pregnant woman
living in a remote rural village who discovers her HIV-
positive status at ANC, faces negative reactions from her
partner upon disclosure of her HIV status, is unable to re-
turn to the clinic for further PMTCT services (including
anti-retroviral drugs) and gives birth at home fearing invol-
untary disclosure to other relatives. The story was split into
3 sections, with questions after each section about what the
woman would most likely do in her situation. Details of the
vignette and questions used in the in-depth interviews, ex-
cluding probes, are presented in the following section.
Details of the vignette
I’d now like to tell you a story about a pregnant woman
called [Flora] and her experiences in trying to access ante-
natal clinic (ANC), delivery and infant health services. I
will tell you part of the story, then I would like you to
help me complete the story.
Flora lives in a remote village in Welamasonga, she is 27
years old. She is married to Paulo and she has 3 children.
She becomes pregnant and after a few months decides to
attend an antenatal clinic by herself. At the ANC she re-
ceives a test for HIV. The nurse tells her that she is HIV-
positive but explains that there are medicines that she can
take to save the baby from being infected with HIV. She
also tells Flora that it is important that she delivers the
baby in the health centre so that it can also receive medi-
cine to reduce the chances of it being infected. She gives
the woman the medicines to take during her pregnancy,
and also tells her to persuade her husband to come for an
HIV test. She also discusses options for feeding the infant,
and advises Flora to breastfeed the child for 6 months
without any replacement food. The nurse explained all this
information very quickly.
What do you think happens next? Please think for
Flora, as a woman in your community, and imagine
what she would be thinking and feeling at this time.
In the next part of the story, Flora goes home to her
husband and tells him the result of her HIV test, and what
the nurse advised her. He is angry and denies her status
because he believes he is not infected, and questions
whether she has had other partners. Flora decided to dis-
close her status to her sister and get her support, but she
decides not tell to any of her other relatives about what
happened.
Do you think Flora would go back to the clinic for more
ANC appointments? Why/why not?
Do you think Flora would be able to go to the HIV care
and treatment clinic? Why/why not?
Do you think Flora would be able to take the treatments
during her pregnancy? Why/why not?
Where do you think Flora will give birth to her child?
Why?
Do you think she would be able to swallow the HIV
medicines during labour and delivery? Why/why not?
I’ll now tell you the next part of the story:
Unfortunately Flora didn’t manage to take the medicines
during her pregnancy because she feared the reaction of
her husband. She gave birth at home because she was un-
able to get the support of her husband for the transport
fare and to buy gloves and other items which might be
needed when she arrives at the delivery ward. She also
fears the suspicion of her relatives who might escort her
to the delivery ward: they might see her swallowing the
HIV medication during labour pain, and she might have
to wash her own clothes or sheets after delivery.
Do you think Flora will be able to take the baby back
to the clinic for ARVs in the first few days after it is born?
Why/why not?
Will she be able to take the baby to a clinic to be tested
for HIV after one month? Why/why not?
Will she be able to follow the advice about breastfeed-
ing? Why/why not?
Does Flora’s story reflect what can happen in real life?
Why/why not?
1. Was the vignette method developed and implemented
as intended?
1a. Lessons from developing the vignette
The original protocol for the PLA storyline and role-play
activity started with participants developing a tree dia-
gram, where participants discussed all possible outcomes
at each step of the PMTCT service chain and agreed on
the most likely scenario (using the approach of Varga et al.
[24]). However, fieldworkers and participants struggled
with this approach during practice and piloting, and the
activity exceeded the allocated time. The activity was
therefore simplified: participants were given a starting
point (a pregnant woman discovering her HIV-positive
status at ANC) and ending point (delivery of the child,
and potentially accessing infant PMTCT services after de-
livery), and encouraged to create their own story. The ma-
jority of groups easily grasped the new instructions for
creating and enacting the storyline, while a few groups re-
quired further guidance from the facilitator initially.
The participatory group work was instrumental in devel-
oping a vignette that was locally relevant. The role-plays
generated content for the vignette, and the importance of
certain issues came to light through the observation of
Gourlay et al. BMC Medical Research Methodology 2014, 14:21 Page 5 of 11
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2288/14/21
characters’ behaviour. However, it could be argued that
other PLA activities and discussions, aside from the role-
plays, were equally useful in developing content for the vi-
gnette and helping to ‘merge’ multiple role-plays into one
final story – a process which presented challenges. For ex-
ample, as expected, there were differences between the
storylines from each group. Discussions following the
role-plays occasionally revealed that elements of the story-
lines did not reflect real life, and were therefore important
in resolving differences between the plays. Deciding
whether or not to include themes/scenarios that emerged
in only one or two plays was also challenging. Other activ-
ities such as barriers brainstorming and ranking exercises
were valuable in these decisions: themes that emerged in-
frequently in the plays, but that were ranked as highly im-
portant by several groups, were selected for inclusion in
the final vignette.
1b. Lessons from implementing the vignette – was it
delivered and received as intended?
The majority of in-depth interviewees understood the
concept of the vignette and follow-up questions, al-
though some had difficulties understanding and the
story or questions had to be repeated. Some participants
(a minority) said they had ‘failed’ to understand or give
an answer, remained silent, or asked the interviewer to
help them when asked what Flora would do or be think-
ing. One respondent who had difficulties understanding
the vignette arrived late for the interview and appeared
tired before beginning, while another had limited know-
ledge of Kiswahili, based on de-briefing discussions.
However, in most cases interviewers re-phrased the
story or instructions and the respondent grasped the
concept.
I: …She [Flora] has now returned home, what in
general do you think will happen afterwards?
R: Maybe a quarrel with her husband - Her husband
refusing to go to test. (HIV-negative mother)
I: …Yes, this is a story about Flora… What do you
think happened afterwards?
R: [silence]
I: Have you understood the story well or shall I repeat
it so that you may understand it?
R: Yes, please repeat it. (Male partner)
I: …I want you to tell me if there is anything which
will prevent Flora [from going to the clinic]…
R: Mm, I have failed to give the answer.
I: Don’t you know what it is called in Kiswahili?
(HIV-negative mother)
Further engagement with the story was illustrated
by one respondent who referred to Flora spontan-
eously later in the interview (after the vignette discus-
sion): “Like we said about Flora, she went there [the
clinic] alone”. Interviewers also referred to Flora
within the context of discussions about personal ex-
periences and perceptions of PMTCT/antenatal ser-
vice provision.
Interviewees occasionally relayed what the character
should or must do, offering her advice, rather than what
they thought she would actually do. Further questioning
sometimes clarified perspectives, but on other occasions
yielded similar responses.
I: Is there perhaps anything that has made Flora fail
to swallow the drugs?
R: No there isn’t. Perhaps she should just continue
taking them, she shouldn’t stop taking them.
(HIV-positive mother)
R: According to my opinions…the only way is to use
medicine.
I: Yes, you are saying that according to your
opinions…Now we want your opinions but you have to
involve Flora…
R: I would only advise Flora to continue using…
[the drugs]. (HIV-positive mother)
The quote above also illustrates a challenge faced by
the interviewers - how to steer the conversation when
respondents spoke of their own beliefs, or actions, rather
than what Flora would think or do. In some cases, the
interviewer cut off replies expressed in the first person
and immediately returned the conversation to Flora’s
perspective.
R: I would not tell anybody [test result].
I: No, it is Flora, not you. We are first talking about
Flora. (HIV-negative mother)
However, fieldworkers mostly probed further into
personal experiences before returning to the vignette.
Four participants did not think the vignette overall
was realistic, and a few others did not think Flora
would face many challenges with participating in the
PMTCT programme despite her circumstances. These
were typically HIV-positive women who had reported
accessing PMTCT services and complying with ap-
pointments themselves, as well as a few HIV-negative
women and both male partners.
I: And do you think the story represents actual life?
R: No it does not represent it
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I: Why?
R: Because Flora…she stopped going to use the medicine.
(HIV-positive mother, used ARVs during pregnancy)
However, most participants agreed that the vignette
was a realistic example of the issues faced by an HIV-
infected woman in their community. Participants some-
times anticipated the next section of the vignette. For
example, several women predicted that Flora’s husband
would react badly to her HIV results, including refusing
to test or blaming her, while a few anticipated that Flora
would deliver at home.
I: Do you think it [the story] shows the actual life of
many women who are pregnant… and discovered to be
HIV-positive?
R: This story shows the truth. (HIV-positive mother)
Responses to the vignette were compared across inter-
views, between HIV-positive and negative women, and
between mothers and male partners/relatives. However,
there were few identifiable differences in reactions to the
vignettes by respondent type or place of recruitment.
2. Did the vignette method achieve its research
objectives?
2a. Did the vignette make participants more comfortable
during IDIs?
For the IDI discussion guide with mothers, the vignette
was placed after personal background questions (place of
residence, marital status and children), but before the sec-
tion on personal experiences with ANC services. It was
hoped that participants would talk more freely about their
own experiences and admit to difficulties that they or ac-
quaintances faced in using PMTCT services, after hearing
the story and challenges of another woman in their com-
munity. For the partner/relatives IDI discussion guide, the
vignette appeared after the section on personal experi-
ences (of assisting their female partner/relative during
their pregnancy), because the descriptions of negative
partner reactions and lack of support might influence
partners’ responses (e.g. over-stating their involvement).
Five out of sixteen known HIV-positive women volun-
tarily disclosed their status to the interviewer before or
during the vignette discussion, and gave examples of
their own experiences receiving HIV-positive test results
or using PMTCT services. Another seven voluntarily dis-
closed their status later in the interview, while discussing
their own experiences of antenatal care. Three said they
had tested HIV-negative, and one said she had not re-
ceived an HIV test at ANC. Several participants (HIV-
positive and HIV-negative) also described experiences of
HIV-positive relatives or friends.
I: Can there perhaps be an obstacle that can make her
fail to deliver at the hospital?
R: Yes
I: Like what obstacle?
R: For example myself, I delivered at home because it
was at night. The birth pains started at night and
there was no one to take me to the hospital…
(HIV-positive mother)
I: And do you think that what we have been talking
about together is what occurs in our community?
R: I have happened to see one – there is one woman.
She was born having HIV…They started giving her
medicine but she failed to swallow the tablets and
instead she was throwing them away.
(HIV-negative mother)
A few participants appeared to be unsettled or
uncomfortable during the vignette discussion. For
example, some respondents said they had ‘failed’
(as illustrated above, Section 1b). One respondent
(known HIV-positive but who did not disclose her
status) seemed unwilling to answer some probing
questions that verified if the response was realistic,
although she appeared willing to answer subsequent
questions.
2b. Did the vignette generate data about barriers to PMTCT
service uptake?
Discussions during the vignette sections of all IDIs pro-
duced data that could be coded to inform the analysis
of barriers and facilitating factors to PMTCT service
uptake [36]. Most data came directly from probes ask-
ing what challenges or motivating factors Flora would
face at each step (e.g. returning to the clinic or taking
medicine).
I: ....What challenges do you think Flora will encounter?
R: There will be challenges at the time when she is going
to deliver. Sometimes the health centre may be far away
from home..... (HIV-negative mother)
Data was also generated indirectly, for example when
asking ‘what would happen next’, after reading the first
part of the story, or probing for what Flora would be
thinking or feeling.
I: What do you think this woman will be thinking
of.....?
R: She will just be thinking - Because she has
already told her elder sister [her result], her elder
sister will be giving her advice just to use those
drugs so that you protect the baby. (HIV-positive
mother)
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The vignette provided context and situated the discus-
sions. This allowed respondents to share their own experi-
ences, or those of others, including barriers or facilitating
factors. It also facilitated discussion of barriers to PMTCT
service use among HIV-positive women who did not dis-
close their status to the interviewer, and among HIV-
negative women based on their experiences of pregnancy
and maternal and child health services. The perceived
reality of the vignette (illustrated in Section 1b) also af-
fected data generation: where respondents thought the vi-
gnette was realistic, they sometimes gave reasons that
could be coded as data.
I: Why did you say that this story really shows the
things that occur?
R: This story shows the truth, and it usually occurs in the
family…there are others…she can go with her husband
for treatment. There is another [partner] who can refuse
and then a quarrel ensues. (HIV-negative mother)
Comparison within cases between the vignette and per-
sonal experiences sections of the IDI revealed that re-
sponses to questions about the vignette often reflected the
respondent’s own experiences. For example, one female
participant told her husband about her positive HIV test re-
sult, but he refused to test and deserted her. After hearing
the first part of Flora’s story and being asked what would
happen next, she replied: “She [Flora] can tell him [her hus-
band]… You know, some men if you tell them, they become
angry…Some do not want to show up at the service.” An-
other participant was asked if Flora could disclose her test
results, and responded: “No…She will decide to remain
quiet…she wants to see first…if it is true”. This participant
later revealed that she had initially denied her own positive
HIV test result and delayed disclosure to her partner.
When respondents answered with what they thought
Flora should do (Section 1b), this also presented difficul-
ties in interpretation of the data for the researchers (for
example, if the participant suggested reasons why she
should access services (potential facilitating factors), it
was not clear if these were realistic).
Discussion
This is, to our knowledge, the first methodological paper
to critically examine the development and use of vi-
gnettes in Africa, and one of few studies to apply this tech-
nique within the context of HIV research in Africa. Overall,
the development of vignettes through participatory group
work, and use of vignettes within IDIs by locally trained
fieldworkers, was feasible and useful in this setting. We be-
lieve it could be a valuable tool for future qualitative re-
search in the field of PMTCT and other health or social
issues in Africa.
Storyline development and role-play was a practical way
of generating ideas for the vignette, although a simplified,
more structured approach was required. It is possible that
the more open-ended approach used by Varga et al. in
South Africa was feasible in their study because participants
had a greater knowledge of PMTCT services and a higher
level of education: respondents included health workers,
and eligibility was based on having “experience and know-
ledge of the health issue”, while our study included rural
community members with no experience of the programme.
Alternatively, differences in the experience level of fieldwor-
kers may explain the variation in success of this approach.
While our fieldworkers were generally experienced in quali-
tative methods, including focus group discussions and IDIs,
they had less experience of participatory methods and no
experience of using vignettes. In addition, they had been in-
volved in HIV research, but were less familiar with PMTCT
specifically. Intensive training was provided, but more prac-
tical experience, including more time for practice and pilot-
ing prior to the fieldwork, may have been needed to better
facilitate the storyline development and role-plays.
While our approach to creating the storylines was sim-
pler for the facilitators and participants, decisions of what
to include in the final vignette were not straightforward.
However, triangulation with results from other activities
and discussions during the PLAs facilitated this ‘merging’
process. It could also be reasoned that the final vignette
does not need to represent the majority of women in the
community, but should at least be a realistic example of
some women, so that it can successfully be used to build
discussion in the interviews and encourage women to
admit to their own experiences.
Most interviewees appeared to understand the concept
of the vignette. This may partially reflect the fact that
roughly half of the interviewees had participated in the
PLA activities used to generate the vignette, although a
similar proportion of interviewees recruited by other
means comprehended the task. Prior participation in the
PLAs may also have affected responses to the vignette
more generally, for example coloured by views of other
PLA participants regarding PMTCT service use, though
interviewees would only have recognised small elements
of their role-play in the vignette. Believing the vignette
was realistic or anticipating the next section of the vi-
gnette may also reflect comprehension of the story, while
this also generally facilitated the discussions.
The minority of cases where the story had to be re-
peated, or instructions had to be clarified, may have
been due primarily to unclear questioning by inter-
viewers, language barriers (poor command of Kiswahili),
general shyness, or lack of readiness for the interview,
rather than difficulties with the vignette technique itself.
Encouraging the participant to think of the character as a
woman in their community was especially helpful in
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enabling them to grasp the concept. Allowing time for the
participant to digest information in the vignette and to
seek clarification before proceeding with any questions or
discussions may also be beneficial, particularly with longer
vignettes [1]. A few participants misinterpreted questions
about the vignette, thinking they were being asked what
Flora should do, while fieldworkers also found these unex-
pected responses confusing (discussed further with regard
to data interpretation below).
Use of the vignette achieved the main objectives. Firstly,
we hoped that the vignette would encourage participants,
particularly HIV-positive women, to feel comfortable and
freely discuss their own situation and any difficulties they
faced in accessing maternal health or PMTCT services:
several respondents offered examples from their own ex-
perience, or that of family or friends, or commented on
what they would do in Flora’s situation. Renolds noted that
respondents were encouraged to voice more extreme con-
cerns when the story was real [2]. While our vignette did
not give a biographical account of one person, it was based
on discussions with the community and their own stories,
and was considered realistic by the majority of inter-
viewees. This emphasises the utility of developing the vi-
gnette through participation of community members.
While the expression of personal experiences was a bene-
fit, interviewers occasionally struggled to deal with this
and were reluctant to digress from the discussion guide
and Flora’s perspective. Fieldworker training should there-
fore stress the importance of drawing out the respondent’s
own experiences, before returning the conversation back
to Flora. Ideally, transcripts should be analysed during the
course of fieldwork to identify and deal with these issues
immediately. The use of questions such as “does this really
happen in your community?” was particularly effective in
drawing out personal experiences.
An unusual and interesting feature of this study was the
knowledge of participant HIV-status by the principal in-
vestigator, thus allowing exploration of whether the tech-
nique may have encouraged or hindered disclosure of
positive results. Most women disclosed their positive sta-
tus during the vignette or personal experiences section of
the interview, although they may have disclosed their sta-
tus regardless of whether or not the vignette was included.
A few women disclosed their status to the interviewer be-
fore the vignette discussion, in which case the vignette
may not have offered any extra benefit. Some participants
chose not to disclose their status (or they had not received
their results, or research testing results were false posi-
tives). Therefore it is possible that presenting the case of a
woman diagnosed with HIV who faces difficulties acces-
sing PMTCT care, is sometimes insufficient to encourage
disclosure. However, in such situations, the vignette at
least enables discussion of the topic in a non-threatening
way in the third person. While other factors will influence
disclosure during the interview (such as the interviewer,
the environment in which the interview is conducted, the
respondent’s disclosure history and their willingness to
disclose to strangers), the majority of HIV-positive respon-
dents disclosed their status during or following the vi-
gnette discussion, suggesting that the vignette may have
contributed to creating a comfortable atmosphere for the
interviewee.
It is worth noting that a few participants said they had
‘failed’ to answer questions, suggesting that they perhaps
felt ‘tested’ by the questions. This has been described in
vignette studies from North America and Europe, par-
ticularly when respondents felt the story outcomes dif-
fered from what they had anticipated [1]. In order to
avoid making participants feel nervous, it may therefore
be important to reiterate that there are no ‘wrong’ an-
swers in the introduction: an approach adopted in one
study in Ghana [16].
Secondly, the vignette facilitated the discussion of
barriers to using PMTCT services by focussing on a
third person: most participants spoke freely about po-
tential challenges that Flora would face. This meant that
barriers could be discussed in all the interviews, includ-
ing those with HIV-negative mothers, partners and rela-
tives who had no direct experience of PMTCT services,
but who were able to contribute useful information
based on experiences of acquaintances, or their own ex-
periences of maternal and child health services (into
which PMTCT services are usually integrated). This ad-
vantage has been noted previously in developed world
studies [2], and also contributed to boosting the quan-
tity of data generated.
The direct comparison between the vignette and per-
sonal experiences section of the IDIs was another
strength of this study, contributing to an understanding
of the extent to which responses to the vignette (what
Flora would do) reflected participants’ own actions and
thus data quality. Participants’ responses to the vignette
often appeared to mirror their own experiences. This
suggests that the vignette can be a useful tool to capture
(indirectly) the perceptions and actions of shy respon-
dents, for example HIV-positive individuals who do not
wish to reveal their status or personal experiences. It
also suggests that vignettes may be a valuable method
for reducing the social desirability biases associated with
self-reporting in HIV and reproductive health research.
Some participants gave advice to Flora and stated what
she should or must do, and it was only through further
questioning that what she would do, or likely difficulties
that she would face, came to light, if at all. This may re-
flect the respondent’s own actions, or illustrate a social
desirability bias (what they think they should have done
themselves). This distinction between ‘belief ’ and ‘action’
is important and is one of the most common problems
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reported in developed world studies when using vi-
gnettes and interpreting their findings [1,2]. However,
Renolds and Finch argue that the process of the discus-
sion is more important than the stated outcome/action,
and that vignettes can still yield useful information, par-
ticularly when integrated with other methods such as in-
terviews [2,3]. None-the-less, interviewers should be
prepared for and probe further when ‘should’ responses
are given, to determine if the answer is realistic. While
this was included in training for our fieldworkers, fur-
ther emphasis and practice may be required.
Conclusions
Participatory group research is an effective method for de-
veloping vignettes. Vignettes can be incorporated into
qualitative interview discussion guides and used success-
fully in rural African settings to draw out barriers to
PMTCT service use, indicating potential usefulness in other
areas of research on HIV, health service use, and drug ad-
herence. This method is often overlooked in HIV research,
and should be considered more often. Issues experienced
with the technique largely mirror those reported in devel-
oped world settings. Fieldworkers experienced in qualitative
research methods but without prior experience of vignettes
can be used. However, application of this technique can
prove challenging so supervision and thorough training
should be provided, including the importance of probing
for the reality of the suggested outcome, and preparation
for the different ways that participants may respond to the
vignette questions, particularly when personal experiences
are brought up. Methods (e.g. participatory group work) to
develop vignettes must also be carefully piloted.
Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Authors’ contributions
AG designed the study, managed the fieldwork, analysed the data and wrote
the manuscript. AG and GM conceived the idea for this paper. GM gave
advice on fieldwork materials and procedures, and assisted with fieldworker
training and de-briefings. IB advised on fieldwork materials and gave
extensive feedback on early manuscript drafts. IB and GM helped interpret
the findings. GB facilitated female PLA activities and interviews, and helped
with recruitment. MU (Kisesa cohort study director) facilitated coordination
of daily activities. MU and BZ (senior technical advisor for Kisesa cohort
activities) provided overall guidance. All authors reviewed and agreed to the
final version of this manuscript.
Acknowledgements
We thank the directors of the National Institute of Medical Research,
Mwanza, for supporting this study, our fieldwork team including Ray Nsigaye
who managed the recruitment, and the nurses from Kisesa health facilities
who assisted with recruitment of participants for IDIs. We extend special
thanks to all our participants from Kisesa and to John Cleland for his initial
suggestion to consider the use of vignettes in this study. This study was
funded by the US National Institutes of Health.
Author details
1Faculty of Epidemiology and Population Health, London School of Hygiene
& Tropical Medicine, Keppel Street, London WC1E 7HT, UK. 2National Institute
for Medical Research, P.O. Box 1462, Mwanza, Tanzania.
Received: 29 August 2013 Accepted: 7 February 2014
Published: 11 February 2014
References
1. Hughes R: Using vignettes in qualitative research. Sociol Health Illn 1998,
20(3):381–400.
2. Renold E: Using vignettes in qualitative research. In Building Research
Capacity. vol. 3rd edition. Cardiff University: Cardiff; 2002.
3. Finch J: The vignette technique in survey research. Sociology 1987,
21:105–111.
4. Barter C, Renold E: ‘I wanna tell you a story’: exploring the application of
vignettes in qualitative research with children and young people. Int J
Soc Res Methodol 2000, 3(4):307–323.
5. Edwards S, Tinning L, Brown JSL, Boardman J, Weinman J: Reluctance to
seek help and the perception of anxiety and depression in the United
Kingdom - a pilot vignette study. J Nerv Ment Dis 2007, 195(3):258–261.
6. Klineberg E, Biddle L, Donovan J, Gunnell D: Symptom recognition and
help seeking for depression in young adults: a vignette study.
Soc Psychiatry Psychiatr Epidemiol 2011, 46(6):495–505.
7. Reavley NJ, Jorm AF: Stigmatising attitudes towards people with mental
disorders: changes in Australia over 8 years. Psychiatry Res 2012,
197(3):302–306.
8. Rosenkrantz J, Morrison TL: Psychotherapist personality - characteristics
and the perception of self and patients in the treatment of borderline
personality disorder. J Clin Psychol 1992, 48(4):544–553.
9. Silton NR, Flannelly KJ, Milstein G, Vaaler ML: Stigma in America: has
anything changed? impact of perceptions of mental illness and
dangerousness on the desire for social distance: 1996 and 2006. J Nerv
Ment Dis 2011, 199(6):361–366.
10. Swords L, Heary C, Hennessy E: Factors associated with acceptance of
peers with mental health problems in childhood and adolescence.
J Child Psychol Psychiatry 2011, 52(9):933–941.
11. Derlega VJ, Greene K, Henson JM, Winstead BA: Social comparison activity
in coping with HIV. Int J STD AIDS 2008, 19(3):164–167.
12. Schacht RL, George WH, Davis KC, Heiman JR, Norris J, Stoner SA, Kajumulo KF:
Sexual abuse history, alcohol intoxication, and women’s sexual risk
behavior. Arch Sex Behav 2010, 39(4):898–906.
13. Woolf SE, Maisto SA: Gender differences in condom use behavior? the
role of power and partner-type. Sex Roles 2008, 58(9–10):689–701.
14. Abbo C: Profiles and outcome of traditional healing practices for severe
mental illnesses in two districts of Eastern Uganda. Glob Health Action
2011, 4:7117.
15. Agunbiade OM, Ayotunde T: Ageing, sexuality and enhancement among
Yoruba people in south western Nigeria. Cult Health Sex 2012, 14(6):705–717.
16. Ahorlu CK, Koram KA, Ahorlu C, de Savigny D, Weiss MG: Community
concepts of malaria-related illness with and without convulsions in
southern Ghana. Malar J 2005, 4:47.
17. Alem A, Jacobsson L, Araya M, Kebede D, Kullgren G: How are mental
disorders seen and where is help sought in a rural Ethiopian
community? a key informant study in butajira, Ethiopia. Acta Psychiatr
Scand 1999, 100:40–47.
18. Mitchell EMH, Halpern CT, Kamathi EM, Owino S: Social scripts and stark
realities: Kenyan adolescents’ abortion discourse. Cult Health Sex 2006,
8(6):515–528.
19. Neves D, du Toit A: Rural livelihoods in south Africa: complexity,
vulnerability and differentiation. J Agrar Chang 2013, 13(1):93–115.
20. Patel V, Musara T, Butau T, Maramba P, Fuyane S: Concepts of mental
illness and medical pluralism in Harare. Psychol Med 1995, 25(3):485–493.
21. Schaetti C, Ali SM, Chaignat CL, Khatib AM, Hutubessy R, Weiss MG:
Improving community coverage of oral cholera mass vaccination
campaigns: lessons learned in Zanzibar. Plos One 2012, 7(7):e41527.
22. Sorsdahl KR, Flisher AJ, Wilson Z, Stein DJ: Explanatory models of mental
disorders and treatment practices among traditional healers in
Mpumulanga, South Africa. Afr J Psychiatry 2010, 13(4):284–290.
23. Vlassoff C, Weiss M, Ovuga EBL, Eneanya C, Nwel PT, Babalola SS, Awedoba AK,
Theophilus B, Cofie P, Shetabi P: Gender and the stigma of onchocercal skin
disease in Africa. Soc Sci Med 2000, 50(10):1353–1368.
24. Varga C, Brookes H: Factors influencing teen mothers’ enrollment and
participation in prevention of mother-to-child HIV transmission services
in Limpopo Province, South Africa. Qual Health Res 2008, 18(6):786–802.
Gourlay et al. BMC Medical Research Methodology 2014, 14:21 Page 10 of 11
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2288/14/21
25. World Health Organisation: The narrative research method. Studying
behaviour patterns of young people - by young people: a guide to its
use. Geneva, Switzerland: World Health Organisation; 1993.
26. Bentley ME, Corneli AL, Piwoz E, Moses A, Nkhoma J, Tohill BC, Ahmed Y,
Adair L, Jamieson DJ, van der Horst C: Perceptions of the role of maternal
nutrition in HIV-positive breast-feeding women in Malawi. J Nutr 2005,
135(4):945–949.
27. Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS: Global plan towards the
elimination of new infections and keeping mothers alive: 2011–2015.
United Nations; 2011.
28. World Health Organisation: Towards universal access: scaling up priority
HIV/AIDS interventions in the health sector. In Progress Report. Geneva:
World Health Organisation; 2010.
29. Gourlay A, Birdthistle I, Mburu G, Iorpenda K, Wringe A: Barriers and
facilitating factors to the uptake of antiretroviral drugs for prevention of
mother-to-child transmission of HIV in sub-Saharan Africa: a systematic
review. J Int AIDS Soc 2013, 16(1):18588.
30. Nnko S, Boerma JT, Urassa M, Mwaluko G, Zaba B: Secretive females or
swaggering males? an assessment of the quality of sexual partnership
reporting in rural Tanzania. Soc Sci Med 2004, 59(2):299–310.
31. Langhaug LF, Cheung YB, Pascoe SJ, Chirawu P, Woelk G, Hayes RJ, Cowan FM:
How you ask really matters: randomised comparison of four sexual
behaviour questionnaire delivery modes in Zimbabwean youth. Sex Transm
Infect 2011, 87(2):165–173.
32. Gregson S, Zhuwau T, Ndlovu J, Nyamukapa CA: Methods to reduce social
desirability bias in sex surveys in low-development settings: experience
in Zimbabwe. Sex Transm Dis 2002, 29(10):568–575.
33. Gregson S, Mushati P, White PJ, Mlilo M, Mundandi C, Nyamukapa C:
Informal confidential voting interview methods and temporal changes in
reported sexual risk behaviour for HIV transmission in sub-Saharan
Africa. Sex Transm Infect 2004, 80(Suppl 2):ii36-42.
34. Wambura M, Urassa M, Isingo R, Ndege M, Marston M, Slaymaker E, Mngara J,
Changalucha J, Boerma TJ, Zaba B: HIV prevalence and incidence in rural
Tanzania: results from 10 years of follow-up in an open-cohort study.
J Acquir Immune Defic Syndr 2007, 46(5):616–623.
35. Busza J, Zaba B, Urassa M: The “seeded” focus group: a strategy to recruit
HIV + community members into treatment research. Sex Transm Infect
2009, 85(3):212–215.
36. Gourlay A, Mshana G, Wringe A, Urassa M, Mkwashapi D, Birdthistle I, Zaba B:
Barriers to uptake of prevention of mother-to-child transmission of HIV
services in rural Tanzania: a qualitative study. Arusha Tanzania: Global
Maternal Health Conference; 2013.
doi:10.1186/1471-2288-14-21
Cite this article as: Gourlay et al.: Using vignettes in qualitative research
to explore barriers and facilitating factors to the uptake of prevention of
mother-to-child transmission services in rural Tanzania: a critical analysis.
BMC Medical Research Methodology 2014 14:21.
Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of: 
• Convenient online submission
• Thorough peer review
• No space constraints or color ﬁgure charges
• Immediate publication on acceptance
• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar
• Research which is freely available for redistribution
Submit your manuscript at 
www.biomedcentral.com/submit
Gourlay et al. BMC Medical Research Methodology 2014, 14:21 Page 11 of 11
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2288/14/21
